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With growing crime rates and prison populations, the Honduran justice system has yet to agree on a
unified plan for eliminating corruption, delayed justice, and arbitrary sentencing practices. Instead
of agreement, various interested parties, including the citizen advisory group Foro Ciudadano, the
attorney general's office, and the courts, are trading accusations.
Former attorney general Edmundo Orellana issued a report (La experiencia del Ministerio Publico
en el combate contra la corrupcion: triunfos y fracasos) in 1998 attacking official corruption and
impunity. In Honduras, he concluded, "honor and responsibility are not the values that guide the
exercise of public office."
Taking aim at the courts, Orellana said Honduras had "a justice system that favors impunity,
with the belief that state property can be disposed of arbitrarily." Even when public funds are
deposited in private accounts for personal use, judges say they cannot find evidence of corruption,
he said. Earlier, Orellana had given the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) a list of 100 judges deemed
"corrupt," "weak," or "cowards," and asked for their dismissal.
Orellana said that, while the judicial branch is not corrupt as a whole, many "corrupt, ignorant,
mediocre, and cowardly" judges are in it. Not all the problems are caused by bad judges. Some are
unavoidable because of the antiquated legal code dating from 1906, he noted.
In June, Julieta Castellanos, head of the Foro Ciudadano, said that, after three months as attorney
general, former judge Roy Medina had politicized and destroyed the credibility of the office. She
accused Medina of planning to deactivate the special prosecutor's office that investigates corruption.
Rejecting the charges, Medina shifted the focus to the courts. "If the Corte Suprema does not change
its attitude toward judges, nothing can be gained in the fight against corruption," he said. Three
months is too little time to do much about longstanding problems, he added. Concerning the special
prosecutor, Medina said the office was currently investigating 72 corruption cases and had 14 ready
for prosecution.
Among the cases in process are the sale of citizenship to Asians (the "Chinazo"), the
misappropriation of money from the petroleum price-stabilization fund, and the fraud involved in
construction contracts for the 1997 Central American Games (see Notisur 1995-06-02, EcoCentral,
1997-07-03, NotiCen, 1999-10-14). "So what does the Foro Ciudadano want us to do?" Medina asked.
The Chinazo case dates from the administration of former president Rafael Callejas (1990-1994) and
has been under investigation since 1994. CSJ magistrate Ivis Discua demanded proof of Medina's
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charges. "What happens is that everyone falsely accuses everyone else, and if there really are proofs
of corruption or unjust acts in this court, well, he should present them, and soon," said Discua.
The government's human rights commissioner Leo Valladares called on both the attorney general's
office and the courts to work together. To the judges, he said they should not be angered by the
accusation of judicial torpor, "because it is the truth." At the same time, there are prosecutors "who
do not investigate as they should," he said.
The courts' deficiencies are real. Time served in prison awaiting sentences may be longer than the
standard sentence for the conviction, and more than 90% of prisoners have never been sentenced.
Many laws, such as those to protect women, are not enforced. In October, inspectors from the
Inspectoria de Tribunales confirmed irregularities in the recent freeing of convicted drug traffickers.
An appeals court in San Pedro Sula changed the sentences of the convicted drug traffickers. An
ensuing investigation resulted in the dismissal of Judge Thelma Zeron.
Further investigation revealed other irregularities, and these cases have been sent to prosecutors.
In mid-October, Medina renewed the attack, charging that judges had issued release orders for
prisoners, including drug traffickers, just before a court vacation. "These facts are notorious and
need no proofs," he said. He warned that if cases of judicial corruption warranted it, his office would
charge the judges before international tribunals.
Impossible to have trained jurists in every part of Honduras Human rights and other groups
have long complained about corruption and inefficiency in the Honduran justice system. CSJ
president Avila Banegas said in June that the system could not meet international standards in the
appointment of judges because it did not have the funds to hire trained jurists. Banegas said the
court has a program to gradually replace judges with experience but no training (jueces empiricos).
The program is being underwritten with international funds, but they are not sufficient to pay for
trained judges in every court. Banegas could not guarantee that communities with less than 10,000
inhabitants would have trained jurists as justices of the peace. "We have many problems," Banegas
said. "I still have typewriters from the beginning of the century; there are buildings without the
minimum necessities to hold court....We are looking for solutions but we need time and budget
funds." [Sources: Notimex, 09/19/99; El Tiempo (Honduras), 06/18/99, 08/20/99, 10/03/99, 10/07/99,
10/11/99]
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